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Serial Murder—The Heart of Darkness 


by ALBERT M. DRUKTEINIS, MD, JD 


n February 15, 1992, a Mil- 

waukee jury rejected Jef- 

frey Dahmer’s plea of in- 

sanity for the gruesome 
killing of 15 men and boys. The 
nation was riveted to this case as 
the media exposed shocking details 
of Dahmer’s crimes. At least 15 
dismembered bodies were found— 
torsos in an acid-filled vat, heads in 
the refrigerator, a heart in the 
freezer, and preserved genitalia. 
Besides the physical evidence that 
was uncovered, the placid-looking 
Dahmer confessed to the murders 
and admitted to drugging and 
strangling his victims, dismember- 
ing them, smashing bones with a 
sledgehammer, boiling heads to re- 
move the skin and then painting 
the skull, having sex with the 
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The requirement of a culpable mind has 
been a part of criminal law for more than 


2,000 years. 


corpses, and eating body parts 
(Newsweek, February 3, 1992:45; 
New York Times, February 12, 
1992:A16). The graphic brutality of 
these actions leads most observers 
to two clear conclusions: first, 
Dahmer is obviously ‘‘crazy’’ or 
“sick’ and, second, Dahmer de- 
serves to be punished to the full 
extent of the law. While all of these 
conclusions seem logical, they are, 
in fact, difficult to reconcile psycho- 
logically and legally. If Dahmer is 
not insane, how can we possibly 
explain his brutal behavior? But if 
he is insane, how can we justify our 
relief that he will be sent toa prison 
for punishment rather than to a 


mental institution for treatment? 
Dahmer’s behavior is actually 
quite typical of serial murderers. 
Similar patterns of sexual sadism, 
killing, and necrophilia have been 
formally studied for more than 100 
years, and periodically become the 
subject of news sensation.! Among 
these offenders are Peter Kurten, 
“the Monster of Dusseldorf’; Al- 
bert DeSalvo, “the Boston Stran- 
gler’’; Edmund Emil Kemper; John 
Wayne Gacy; and David Berkow- 
itz, “Son of Sam.” These individu- 
als’ actions are usually quite me- 
thodical and include almost 
ritualized behavior and planning, 
with dominance, power, and con- 
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